Anaesth
Horace Wells was born at Hartford, Vermont on January 21, 1815. Having been provided with a privileged education, he considered several different careers, including teaching and the ministry before commencing study in dentistry in Boston in 1834. In 1836 he commenced practice in Hartford, Connecticut.
His practice flourished, claiming many prominent citizens among his patients. He was renowned as a teacher and in 1838 published a book entitled "An essay on teeth'' in which he proposed the (for then) novel idea of brushing the teeth, warning against the acidic powders of the time.
Although there is evidence that Wells had considered the question of painless surgery as early as 1840, and had dabbled in mesmerism, his place in history began with the visit to Hartford of Professor Gardner Quincy Colton on December 10, 1844. Colton was one of a number of travelling showman "professors'' of chemistry who provided public entertainment by means of chemical experiments, usually including the demonstration and audience participation in inhalation of nitrous oxide. The notice of Colton's show appeared in the Hartford Courant.
Dr and Mrs Wells attended the show and having experienced the gas himself and "made a spectacle of himself'' (according to his wife), he observed Samuel Cooley batter his shins on a bench while under the gas's influence. Wells saw more in this incident than the laughing audience and questioned Cooley as to whether he had hurt himself. Cooley denied having felt pain but inquisitively revealed his lacerated and bleedings legs. Wells wasted no time, inviting Colton with some of his gas to join Cooley and his dental colleague Dr John Riggs to his office the following day. He submitted himself to the effects of nitrous oxide while Riggs extracted a troublesome molar. What he said after the operation is the subject of conjecture, but a popular version claims he said "I felt no more than the prick of a pin."
Wells continued with the use of nitrous oxide for at least 12 extractions over the next month and in the manner of a true researcher, described his failures as well as his successes. He proceeded to Boston to seek an audience at the Massachusetts General Hospital. He called on his friends Thomas Jackson and William Morton (who had studied dentistry under Wells) both of whom were sceptical, as were the medical hierarchy of Boston. Wells elected to demonstrate his anaesthesia by performing a tooth extraction on an audience volunteer in the operating theatre which later became known as the "Ether Dome".
Acting as both anaesthetist and operator, Wells hastened to extract the tooth by withdrawing the nitrous oxide earlier than usual. The extraction was accompanied by a loud groan from the patient and although the patient later said he felt no pain, the demonstration was a failure and Wells dejectedly returned to Hartford.
Wells continued to administer nitrous oxide in his practice and instructed other dentists in its use. He was visited by Morton in July 1845 to discuss the manufacture and use of nitrous oxide and to settle financial matters from their previous brief partnership. Although Wells was urged to patent his discovery he declined saying "no! let it be as free as the air we breathe!'' He continued to experiment with anaesthesia, including the use of ether, interspersed with the study of natural history and the inventions of a coal sifter and a showerbath.
Soon after Morton conducted his successful public demonstration of ether anaesthesia on October 16, 1846, Wells was quick to realise that Morton's "Letheon'' was actually ether. In the face of the latter's efforts to patent the process, Wells sought vigorously to establish his place as the discoverer of anaesthesia. There followed a bitter struggle between Wells, Morton and Jackson while Wells' health deteriorated as he continued to self-experiment. He began using chloroform following Simpson's introduction of it in January 1847.
In mid-January 1848, he moved to New York to practise and soon became embroiled in an acquaintance's revengeful escapades in which sulphuric acid was sprinkled on the clothes of Broadway prostitutes. On Friday, January 21, he was arrested, having repeated the act while under the after-effects of chloroform. The next day he was allowed to visit his rooms, under supervision but managed to procure a razor and some chloroform. On Sunday 23, he wrote letters to the newspaper, his wife and other colleagues, before taking chloroform and fatally severing his femoral artery.
Wells should not be forgotten as the man who truly conceived the grand notion of anaesthesia and unsuccessfully sought to convey it to the world.
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